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If you were active on the web in July
1997, The spider bets that you surfed
over to the US National Aeronautics
and Space Agency (NASA) web site
to watch live feedback of the
Pathfinder Mission to Mars. And if
you haven’t recently returned to outer
space via cyberspace, it’s time to visit
some of the web sites dedicated to
space research, to learn about the
growing field of astrobiology.
Astrobiology covers more than
simply the study of living organisms
during space missions; it
encompasses the study of the origins
and evolution of life in the universe.
This broad definition invites just
about anyone interested in science,
from biogeochemists to neural
networkers, into the action.
Indeed, NASA’s newly created
Astrobiology Institute, a so-called
‘collaboratory’ of governmental,
academic and private institutions,
links geographically dispersed
researchers from myriad disciplines
in order to investigate life’s origins. A
trip to the Institute’s site identifies
the core group of participating
institutions. The section What is
Astrobiology? lists the big questions
the institute intends to tackle.
The site’s News Digest section
deserves a bookmark. It contains
excellent feature stories, largely from
NASA’s Space Science News. For
example, Who Wrote the Book of
Life? tells how researchers use neural
networks to teach supercomputers to
recognize microbial shapes. Such
educated computers and their trainers
might someday go hunting for
morphological evidence of
extraterrestrial life.
To learn about the rationale
behind astrobiology research, visit the
site of the new institute’s flagship,
Ames Research Center. The What is
Astrobiology? section at the Ames site
describes the paradigm shift that
underpins current interest in the
topic. For example, the realization
that water once flowed on the surface
of Mars and may also be present on
Jupiter’s moon Europa, and the fact
that living organisms inhabit a much
wider range of extreme environments
on Earth than was previously
recognized, sets the stage for
searching for extraterrestrial life as
well as for studying the origins of life
on Earth. The Roadmap section
outlines plans for the next generation
of astrobiological research. 
The term astrobiology is this
year’s buzzword, but research on the
origin of life has a rich history. Much
of that work falls under the
previously favored term ‘exobiology’.
For example, via NASA’s exobiology
subsite, The spider found a
well-developed exobiology research
and training program based at various
institutions in San Diego. The
program addresses questions about
the biochemical nature of both
monomeric and polymeric prebiotic
molecules.
The University of Washington
begins Earth’s first PhD granting
program in astrobiology in September
1999. Even in its infancy, the
succinctly written web site gives
prospective students a sense of the
new program, which draws upon the
resources of the university’s renowned
science faculty as well as staff at the
Pacific Northwest Research
Laboratory and ZymoGenetics.
All internet tours of astrobiology
must include a stop at Astrobiology
Web. This comprehensive site is
testament to the seemingly
boundless energy of webmaster
Keith Cowling, a former NASA
employee. Headlines linking to
topics such as astrobiology research,
policy matters, and ethical concerns
receive daily updates. Background
information covers all aspects of
exobiology and space research. The
site features a monthly book review.
It also highlights its appealing new
online magazine, Ad Astra.
Like any growing enterprise,
astrobiology has its growing pains
and they’re detailed at NASA Watch.
This site, also from webmaster
Cowling, gives daily updates from
media sources about the science and
business of space research. Although
he aims primarily to provide a public
service, the editor’s pithy
annotations give the site the feel of a
gossip column.
Given the range of sciences
encompassed by astrobiology, there
should be something on the web of
interest to any scientist — even
those who aren’t Star Trek fans.
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NASA http://www.nasa.gov/
Pathfinder Mission http://www.ksc.nasa.gov/mirrors/jpl/pathfinder/default1.html
NASA Astrobiology Institute http://nai.arc.nasa.gov/
Astrobiology News Digest http://weboflife.arc.nasa.gov:8080/nai/news/news_digest.html
Ames Research Center (Astrobiology at NASA) http://astrobiology.arc.nasa.gov/home.html
NASA’s exobiology subsite http://exobiology.nasa.gov/ssx/
NASA’s exobiology research center in San Diego http://exobio.ucsd.edu/NSCORT.htm
University of Washington’s Astrobiology PhD program http://depts.washington.edu/astrobio/
Astrobiology Web http://www2.astrobiology.com/astro/
Ad Astra http://www.nss.org/adastra/
NASA Watch http://www.reston.com/nasa/watch.html
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